Probability discounting among cigarette smokers and nonsmokers: molecular analysis discerns group differences.
Despite numerous studies documenting differences in temporal discounting among cigarette smokers and nonsmokers, studies of probability discounting have had mixed results. This study sought to clarify these results with a molecular analysis of data obtained from a study of probability discounting. Thirty heavy cigarette smokers and 29 nonsmokers were compared using a probability discounting procedure. When these data were fit to a hyperbolic model of discounting, nonstatistically significant group difference between smokers and nonsmokers were observed in the predicted direction. A molecular analysis of indifference points indicated that statistically significant differences between groups were obscured by a possible floor effect. Specifically, indifference points obtained from high probabilities were lower for heavy cigarette smokers relative to nonsmokers, whereas no difference was observed with indifference points obtained from low probabilities. This molecular analysis suggests that the prior inconsistent results are due to floor effects resulting from greater inclusion of low probabilities. Rate of smoking may also be an important factor, with differences more likely observed when heavy smokers are enrolled.